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ABSTRACT
“Social Reality Versus Theatrical Portrayal: Puerto Rican Gangs in West Side
Story” asks the question o f whether or not the acclaimed Broadway musical West Side
Story is more than just a museum piece. I hypothesize that its success can be linked to its
continuing social relevance concerning Puerto Rican gangs in New York City. To
evaluate the musical’s social relevance, the socioeconomic condition o f Puerto Ricans in
New York City is examined during three specific time periods and compared to the
condition o f the Puerto Rican gang, the Sharks, as portrayed in the musical. The three
periods are the 1950s, 1970s, and since the millennium. Five criteria for comparison are
analyzed during each period and then contrasted to the conditions portrayed in the
musical. Each period is then compared with the next; concluding that the social
relevance o f the musical has indeed changed over time In the first period, I find the play
to be relevant to the Puerto Rican condition present in New York City during the 1950s
as well as popular with theatre audiences. During the second period, the musical loses
some social relevance, however, maintains a high nostalgic value with audiences. In the
third period, West Side Story is again relevant to the Puerto Rican condition and popular
with audiences.

vi

CHAPTER ONE
INTRODUCTION
West Side Story is an American musical that has no doubt stood the test o f time.
As with any piece o f art that maintains its popularity over time, one can conceive that
West Side Story is more than a museum piece, and that its success can be linked to its
continuing social relevance. Specifically, one may judge its relevance by determining the
extent to which the socioeconomic conditions o f the Puerto Rican Sharks as portrayed in
the musical are similar to or different from the actual state o f the Puerto Rican
community in New York City in each o f the two periods o f the play’s popularity as well
as since the turn o f the century. In 1957, the year o f its Broadway debut, the play won
the Tony for best musical. In 1980, it won the Tony for best revival o f a musical. Since
2000, there has been discussion o f another Broadway revival to be choreographed by
'Tony Award winning director/choreographer Jerry Mitchell. Determining the social
climate for Puerto Ricans in New York City during these three time periods will help
assess whether or not the play has lost social relevance over time.
Methodology
Determining the exact socioeconomic state will consist o f analyzing information
provided by selected sociologists and historians such as Rodney Ellis, Christopher Rand,
Tom Hayden, and others who wrote specifically during each o f the designated periods
and then comparing the facts to the play. Citing these authors, one can track the
1

evolution o f Puerto Rican culture in New York City and compare the conditions to those
portrayed in the play using five criteria for comparison:
1

The average number o f Puerto Ricans immigrating to New York City a year in
each o f the designated periods.

2. How easily first generation Puerto Rican immigrants can assimilate to
American culture or how easily subsequent generations can thrive in New
York City
3. Prevalence o f Puerto Rican youth in street gangs.
4. Types of delinquent activities the youths are involved in.
5. Types o f social and/or governmental programs that have been implemented to
curb gang activity and the extent o f their success.
The average number o f Puerto Ricans immigrating to New York City in a year
can be determined by referencing such publications as the World Fact Book; a resource
containing demographic information concerning racial and ethnic groups. This is also
published online. Also, one can reference various other population-related sources
available prior to the Fact Book being published. Both Elizabeth Wells and Christopher
Rand have compiled data concerning Puerto Rican immigration to New York City in the
early twentieth century.
How easily first generation Puerto Rican immigrants can assimilate to American
culture has in the past been a major factor as to whether or not they were accepted into
the work force as well as various social circles. In many cases, a language barrier
prohibited Puerto Ricans from obtaining employment which provided them a livingwage. This has changed somewhat and may have affected how certain scenes in the play
2

are perceived. Also, immigrant’s educational levels are a factor directly related to
assimilation.
Prevalence o f Puerto Rican youth in street gangs may also affect the play’s
social relevance. Arthur Laurents mentions that the collaborative team chose Puerto
Ricans as the ethnicity o f the rival gang o f the Americans because that was the ethnicity
with which they were familiar with as being associated with street gangs in New York
City when they were developing West Side Story. Also, the application o f sociological
theories such as “Strain Theory” and “Subculture Theory” are important to consider when
determining why Puerto Rican youth join street gangs.
The types o f delinquent activities youths in street gangs are involved in have
changed over the last fifty years. Traditionally, youth gangs fought over territory using
pipes, chains, and occasionally guns. Today, as Spergel and Hayden mention, youth
gangs are involved in much more intricate battles that involve hardcore drugs such as
cocaine and heroin and the level o f violence has escalated greatly.
The types o f social and/or government programs available to curb gang activity
have also increased over time. Solutions ranging from jail time and rehabilitative
sendees in and out o f jail to community involvement programs have all been tested over
time and while some have achieved a degree o f success others have failed. Hayden
addresses which types o f programs are successful and which are not.
Further source materials that will aid in the determination o f the social relevance
o f West Side Story are criticism, reviews, and newspaper articles. Examining these types
o f documents is equivalent to examining social opinion o f the play during each
designated period. Also, one can examine the level o f social stigma present concerning
3

Puerto Rican gangs during each o f the three periods and perhaps draw further parallels to
social relevance.
A Trend Setting Creation
On the sixth o f January 1949, Jerome Robbins telephoned Leonard Bernstein with
a revolutionary new concept for a musical “that tells a tragic story in musical comedy
terms, using only musical comedy techniques, never falling into the ‘operatic’ trap”
(Bernstein). The two men, with the addition o f Stephen Sondheim and Arthur Laurents,
never imagined just how trend-setting their concept, which evolved into the musical West
Side Story, would be. Atkinson writes in his opening night response, “Everything in
West Side Story blends . . . the subject is not beautiful (however] what West Side Story
draws out of it is beautiful “ (2). The collaborative team’s efforts were a success.
Briefly, West Side Story is a musical written by Arthur Laurents. It was first
directed and choreographed by Jerome Robbins; Leonard Bernstein composed the score,
and Stephen Sondheim added the lyrics. Set in 1950’s New York City, the plot surrounds
t wo rival street gangs and a pair o f young lovers. Tony, a former member o f the
American gang the Jets loves Maria, sister to the ieader (Bernardo) o f the Puerto Rican
gang the Sharks. Tensions between the two gangs are already high when Tony and Maria
meet at a school dance and Bernardo sees them. The situation escalates and a “war
council” is called to schedule a rumble between the two gangs. Maria begs Tony to stop
the rumble and when he tries to intervene, Bernardo stabs the leader o f the Jets, Riff.
Tony in turn stabs Bernardo Tensions between the two gangs are at a fever pitch at the
climax o f the play when Tony is shot and he dies in Maria’s arms. She then laments
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about how one person is not responsible for the death o f another, however that all o f the
gang members are responsible for the racial tension and for the deaths o f the three boys.
The musical was so successful that critics such as Atkinson responded with great
admiration writing “The fundamental distinction o f West Side Story is the courage with
which it adheres to its artistic convictions and its unwillingness to make concessions to
popular taste” (1). Critics today continue to be as respectful and adoring o f the piece.
Gershon writes, “Its exciting, sophisticated score by Bernstein and Sondheim is often
considered Broadway’s finest, its songs [a] part o f the nation’s musical heritage” (4).

5

CHAPTER TWO
IN THE BEGINNING
Writing in Social Text. Frances Negron-Muntaner states that “There is no single
American cultural product that haunts Puerto Rican identity discourses in the United
States more intensely than the 1961 film [musical], West Side Story.” She clarifies what
“haunts” the Puerto Rican identity is that, “The film is not in any way ‘about’ Puerto
Rican culture, migration, or community life . . . it doesn’t feel real to Puerto Rican
spectators . . . the ‘real’ Puerto Rican community is not represented or misrepresented in
the film.” Negron-Muntaner makes a legitimate argument; however, a sociological
reading suggests that the musical does in fact present a fairly accurate portrait o f the
actual Puerto Rican condition o f the time. Premiering in 1957, the musical West Side
Story provides audiences with a fictional Romeo and Juliet tale o f two opposing gangs:
the Puerto Rican “Sharks” and the American “Jets” residing in New York City. By
examining the reality o f Puerto Rican immigration and gang culture in New York City
during the 1950s, one can begin to understand that reality and see that West Side Story is,
indeed, an accurate representation o f Puerto Rican immigrants o f that time.
A prime example from the play with which to examine the relationship is the n-ong
“America” which takes place in Act I, Scene v, after the Sharks have returned from the
dance which both Sharks and Jets attended. Rand, in his 1957 book The Puerto Ricans
states “New York is their [impoverished Puerto Ricans] main goal. It is the place they
think o f in Puerto Rico when they think o f the great world” (8). The scene is set in a
6

back alley and the women and men are arguing whether or not the conditions in the
“great world” o f New York City are actually better than those in Puerto Rico. Anita
expresses her sentiments that she is happier in New York than in Puerto Rico in the lines
she sings:

Puerto Rico...
You Ugly Island..
Island o f tropic diseases
Always the hurricanes blowing,
Always the population growing...
And the money owing,
And the babies crying,
And the bullets flying.
I like the island Manhattan
Smoke on your pipe and put that in! (Sondheim)

The male Sharks, led by Bernardo, are in opposition with Anita, complaining
about how they are treated with prejudice in America. Indeed, Officer Shrank refers to
them as “Spies” in A.ct one, scene vi; ordering the Sharks to leave the drug store while the
Jets are allowed to stay. The concerns o f the men are not entirely unfounded in the real
worlf1., although many Puerto Rican citizens were able to immigrate to New York City
and prosper. Many already had college degrees by the time they reached New York and
were moving into white-collar jobs and upper education. Their increased population and
earning power resulted in increased animosity from other minority neighbors (Wells 4).
7

Still many other Puerto Rican immigrants were not able to prosper in America. Wells
describes Puerto Rican immigration as similar to the opening o f a flood gate which
resulted in a large number o f immigrants having a language that was not New York. By
“New York” language, Wells is stating that there was an English speaking majority and
this contrasted with the Spanish speaking Puerto Rican immigrants.
Immigration, which had been steadily flowing since the 1830s became
migration after Puerto Rico became a U S. possession in 1898. . The Jones Act o f
1917 (which gave Puerto Ricans American citizenship). . [and] The Johnson Act
o f 1921 restricting European immigration to the U S made migration even easier
and more lucrative. . ”E1 Barrio” in East Harlem, also known as “Spanish
Harlem,” was by far the largest [colony], (3)
The massive number o f immigrants also led to cramped housing. The New York
Times headline tor June 23, 1954 read, “Puerto Rico Gets Caution By City; Housing
Shortage Here Likely to Rise, Officials Say at Migration Conference” (Kihss 1). Wells
and Rand note that, although the city implemented programs to ease the housing shortage
and general transition, the language barrier was a problem when trying to educate
immigrants to the lifestyles o f an urban metropolis. Rand also comments on how many
affluent New Yorkers sent their children to private schools to escape the problem
altogether. Many Puerto Rican families could not afford private schools due to their low
economic status. A resulting class system developed. Rand writes o f the conditions o f
Spanish Harlem in the 1950’s:
E! Barrio [is] the main Puerto Rican focus in the city .

[its] center might

be nlaced at the 110th Street subwav station o f the Lexington Avenue line .
8

Usually New York’s Puerto Ricans concentrate most heavily in old slums or
‘changing neighborhoods’ ready to become slums, and it helps if these [slums]
dare handy to one or more subways-subways being the Puerto Rican lifelines.
(3-8)
Rand also describes the bleak employment options for Puerto Ricans during the
1950s. His list includes: TV assembler, messenger-boy, hotel and restaurant busboy,
dishwasher, and vegetable man. Rand does thankfully at the very least mention that the
hotels and restaurants would be in dire need without their Puerto Rican help.
Additionally, there were a few Puerto Ricans who attended Ivy League colleges or
worked for the Navy. We see something similar to this in West Side Story in that Chino
is a mere store assistant This inability to succeed in the work place Rand again attributes
to the language barrier.
Puerto Ricans were at the bottom o f the job ladder, below African Americans
because o f the language barrier. Puerto Rican immigrants in general spoke Spanish while
other minority groups primarily spoke English The garment trade was one exception;
women easily found employment. Puerto Rican women were in great demand as the
island o f Puerto Rico has an old tradition o f fine needlework, “Puerto Ricans are also
rated high in both ‘manual’ and ‘finger’ dexterity” (10), and their labor was very
inexpensive. Indeed in West Side Story. Maria, Anita, and their Puerto Rican friends
work as seamstresses in a bridal shop.
The inability to assimilate or find adequate employment, left many Puerto Rican
adults poverty-stricken. This isolation lead many o f their children to seek alternative
lifestyles in street gangs where they could have a sense o f belonging or purpose.
9

Klempner and Parker’s explanation o f Strain theoiy illuminates the Puerto Rican
condition further:
Strain theory postulates that youths become delinquent because o f the
frustration o f experiencing or anticipating failure. For such juveniles,
discrepancies exist between the aspirations and goals society promotes and their
own realistic expectations. Their learned goals and needs cannot be met
legitimately, for normal avenues o f social mobility and economic success are
closed to them. This condition produces the frustration, anxiety, and anger that
cause the “strained’ youths not only to obtain illegally the material possessions
society has taught them are essential, but also to strike out against the source o f
their anguish.
Also, in their 2001 book Juvenile Justice Practice. A Cross-Disciplinary Approach
to Intervention. Ellis and Sowers explain that juveniles receive positive reinforcement
when in a gang.
Youth gangs create a new and different world for their members. The
rules are different from those o f the rest o f the world. Their members value
aggression, theft, drug sales, violence, and other delinquent acts. These
conditions create a separate culture in which members receive positive
reinforcement for criminal acts and are sanctioned for some prosocial behaviors.
Gangs can be very attractive to troubled youths. (Ellis and Sowers 139)
Ellis and Sowers note that members can often find a sense o f belonging not found
at home, and also have the potential to accumulate large sums o f money. Klempner and
Parker explain this phenomenon as Subculture theory:
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Affiliation’ is the determining factor in delinquency. Indeed, according to
subculture theory, juveniles are lured into delinquency by the glittering
expectations o f greater peer acceptance. Thus, deviance is viewed as conformity
to the antisocial norms, expectations, and attitudes o f one’s peer group, or
subculture. (105)
Although exact numbers o f Puerto Rican youth in street gangs were not recorded
until decades later, Puerto Rican youth involvement in street gangs was commonly seen
in prominent news papers. Philip Benjamin explains one boy’s gang life in his 1957 New
York Times article “A Case History: Why Boy Joined A Street Gang and Why He Quit.”
Benjamin opens, “[Pepe] was small, slim, smooth-cheeked and handsome. He
was articulate. His talk was amalgam o f well-chosen words and ‘cool’ expressions. He
was 15 years old and had been ‘bopping’ (lighting) as a member o f a Puerto Rican gang
[the Overlords] in East Harlem since he was 13. Now, encouraged by a Youth Board
worker, he was leaving the gang” (1). Pepe informed Benjamin that he had grown up
“with the dub” and when he wanted to join die gang, he had to assault a member o f an
opposing gang as his initiation. Benjamin comments that Pepe joined the gang for the
following reasons:
Prestige, for a sense o f safety and for friendship . . . the common factors
that had banded them were a need for leadership and for expressing their own
personality. . . As in almost all youth gangs, what held the group together was a
gang loyalty based on the fact that they fought together, carried weapons and were
determined to defend their territory. The youths were looking for excitement, and
fighting was the way to express themselves. (1)
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The opening scene o f West Side Story showcases actions similar to those
mentioned by Benjamin. Painted on the set are two territorial markers, one for each
gang. The inciting incident happens when a member o f one gang is assaulted by a
member o f the other and a game o f cat and mouse ensues followed by an all out brawl
resulting in the deliberate cut on a Jet’s ear by Bernardo. Emanuel Perlmutter also writes
about gang violence in New York City in his 1959 New York Times article “Gangs-What
They Are and What to do About Them.” He writes “Members o f these gangs have killed
ten boys and girls so far in 1959 and an estimated 100 in the last decade...there are 150
street fighting gangs in New York, with a membership o f 7,500 youngsters between the
ages o f 14 and 19” (1).
Perlmutter also explains details regarding ethnicity o f members, v/eapon choice,
and hangouts. His statistics imply that the choice made by Bernstein and Robbins to have
the Sharks consist o f Puerto Ricans was viable because Puerto Rican youths were often
involved in gang activity. He even mentions real life rumbles, one o f which takes place
in West Side Story.
Most o f the rumbles (pitched battles) that have taken place in recent years
here have pitted Negro and Puerto Rican gangs against those o f Italian or Irish
ancestry. Lately, Negro and Puerto Rican gangs have been warring against each
other. . .They have arsenals o f guns, knives, iron pipes, clubs, heavy belts, bicycle
chains and other weapons. . They [the police] try to keep gang members lawabiding by checking activities in parks, playgrounds, bowling alleys, cellar clubs,
candy stores and other meeting places. (1)

12

The rumbles held by the youth gangs resulted in injuries and even murders o f
gang members by rival members. Perhaps the most famous incident o f gang related
murder is the case o f the Puerto Rican Salvatore “Capeman” Argon, who, Wells claims is
the youngest person sentenced to death in New York City. The New York Times read,
“The court o f Appeals has set the week o f Aug. 7 for the execution o f Salvatore
(Capeman) Argon for a double slaying during a New York City playground fight ... The
court found Argon guilty o f stabbing Robert Young and Anthony Krzesinski, both 16,
during a West Side playground fight in August, 1959” (Execution Week Set 1). Argon
was sixteen at the time o f the slayings.
We can see from various New York Times articles that Puerto Rican gangs did, in
fact, exist in New York City during the 1950s. Therefore the Sharks being comprised o f
Puerto Ricans in West Side Story is not unfeasible. Almost daily, New York newspaper
headlines during the 50s reported dire warnings “echoing a growing alarm about what
appeared to be the largest and increasingly most problematic o f New York’s minority
populations [Puerto Ricans]” (Wells 2).
Another instance o f first-hand observation o f a Puerto Rican gang member is
Harrison E. Salisbury’s 1958 New York Times article “Youth Gang Members Tell o f
Lives, Hates and Fears.” Salisbury interviewed Vincent, a young man whose family
emigrated from Puerto Rico in 1949 and moved to Manhattan, the borough o f the city
Anita sings about in “America.” He quotes Vincent as saying “’I hate Manhattan’
Vincent says with a shudder. ‘Those square blocks. You walk into a block, they can jap
[ambush] you anywhere’” (1). Salisbury continues to mention that physical and
psychological security lie in the core o f the gang phenomenon (1). Vincent had a bright
13

future as an airplane mechanic until he was not permitted to graduate because he had a
criminal record. He was charged with stealing a pistol from an armory, a charge which
he claimed was false. “Vincent says ’That’s the way it starts, I’ve seen it happen many
times. The police blame you for something you didn’t do. You get a record. They send
you away. So then the kid comes back and he says, ‘Well I’m going to do something and
get a record o f my own” ” (26).
Vincent gives into what is called a self-fulfilling prophecy. He acted the way
authorities predicted he would because he saw no opportunity to successfully sway their
opinions o f him. When someone’s behavior toward someone else reflects their
impressions o f them, it causes them to react in ways that confirm the original impressions
(Michener and DeLamater 116). The Sharks harbor similar opinions o f the police and
experience a similar feeling o f isolation in West Side Story. Officer Scbrank in Act I,
Scene vi expresses negativity toward the Sharks which could promote a self fulfilling
prophecy for them. Schrank’s lines are:
Clear out, Spies. Sure, it’s a free country and I ain’t got the right. But it’s
a country with laws: and I can find the right. I got the badge, you got the
skin.

It’s tough all over. Beat it! (Laurents)

Schrank also complains that it is the rough circumstances o f his job that require
him to disrespect both gangs:
I’ll find out where ya gonna rumble. But be sure to finish each other off.
Because if you don’t, I will! (. . .Shrank looks at Doc.) Well, you try
keepin’ hoodlums in line and see what it does to you. (Laurents)
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Schrank’s concern with the rumble is also founded in reality. The New York
Times headline for August 3, 1947 read, “Crime Increasing in ‘Little Spain’: Puerto
Rican Migrants Jammed Into East Harlem District Keep the Police Busy BOY GANGS
ROAM STREETS Robberies, Gambling and Vice Are Common— Authorities Urge More
Play Areas” (Gordon 1).
City officials and Police in the 1950s in N ew York City not only expanded “play
areas,” they also implemented programs and patrolled the streets in an attempt to curb
gang violence. The November 21, 1953 headline in the New York Times read, “Gang
Wars Curbed by City Mediators; Youth Expert Amazes Senate Hearing by Report o f
Fights and Official Peace Efforts” (Knowles 1). The August 13, 1956 headline read, “3
Teen Gangs to Join Truce Talk; Spread o f War Over City Feared; TEEN GANGS
AGREE TO ARMISTICE TALK” fNew York Times 1).
By 1960, three years after the first premiere o f West Side Story. New York was
attempting to control the gang problem. The headline on August 8, 1960 read “ 11
GANGS DISBAND rN EAST HARLEM; Staff o f Board o f Education Center Gets
Credit— Drop in Delinquency Noted” (Kaplan 1). Perhaps the unhappy ending o f the
play was interpreted as a prediction o f what would happen if city officials and youths did
not work together for peace on the city streets. Maria’s final lines after her love Tony
has been :hot by her suitor Chino are a harsh accusation o f murder directed toward the
members o f both gangs. She accuses everyone o f being at fault and says that she too can
kill now because she hates now. She cries:
How do you fire this gun, Chine? Just by pulling this little trigger? How
many bullets are left, Chino? Enough for you? And you? All o f you?
15

WE ALL KILLED UM; and my brother and Riff. I, too. I CAN KILL
NOW BECAUSE I HATE NOW. How many can I kill, Chino9 How
many— and still have one bullet left for me? (Laurents)
The parallels between West Side Story and the reality o f 1950s New York City
are numerous when examining articles from the New York Times and from sociology
texts. The poor circumstances that faced the Puerto Rican immigrants and encouraged
them to form gangs in New York are successfully portrayed in the lines o f West Side
Story. Also, althoug,. New York City has made progress in the last forty-five years,
Marshall and Cassady attribute some o f the play’s success to its social and cultural
relevance.
The tragic sociological problem o f West Side Story is one we read about
nearly every day. Big city teenage gangs, especially ethnic ones, provide a sort o f
“family” for their transplanted members. When their territory is threatened, they
fight back. Ethnic and racial prejudice gives West Side Story much o f its impact.
As long as this type o f prejudice exists, there will be people like the characters in
West Side Story. (Cassady 504)
Although Negron-Muntanner disagrees with the apparent fact that West Side
Story is an accurate portrayal o f the Puerto Rican community in New York City in the
1950s, the factual evidence supports the theory that the play is an accurate portrait o f
social Puerto Rican circumstances in New York City in the 1950s.
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CHAPTER THREE
REVIVAL WITH LACK OF RELEVANCE
The success o f the 1980 Broadway revival o f West Side Story can be considered
equivalent to its original premier in 1957. Opening at the Minskoff Theatre in New York
Citv on February 14lh. the show ran for 341 performances until it closed on November
13th, 1980. Jerome Robbins returned as the show’s director/choreographer and the
production received rave reviews as well as a Tony Award for best musical revival.
Despite its success, the representation o f the Puerto Rican community in the 1980 revival
o f West Side Story, concerning the number o f Puerto Ricans immigrating to New York
City, assimilation, Puerto Rican’s in street gangs, types o f delinquent activities, and
social programs aimed at curbing gang activity was no longer an accurate representation
o f the social climate as it had been in the original production due to the vast economic
changes seen in New York City during the 1970s.
New York City saw great structural and economic change in the 1970s which
affected the Puerto Rican community greatly. This boom, however, also meant that the
gap between the rich and the poor became very large for everyone, including Puerto
Ricans. Those who were college educated managed to prosper in the new city, while
those who were uneducated and unable to afford the rising costs o f rent, gas, etc. were
forced out o f their neighborhoods and onto the streets

17

The Puerto Rican condition as a whole at the end o f the decade was much more varied
and diverse as compared to the 1950s.

The definite conclusions concerning

immigration, education, the language barrier, and assimilation during the 1950s no longer
v/ere as clear thus rendering West Side Story socially less relevant . By the end o f the
decade a larges section o f the Puerto Rican population managed to thrive in blue collar
society, thus destroying the portrait o f a poor immigrant population painted in the
musical.
In the late 1970s, it was common for affluent Puerto Ricans to commute back and
fourth between Puerto Rico and New York City. Jossie de Guzman, who played Maria in
the 1980 revival, exemplifies how mobility between the island o f Puerto Rico and, the
freshly out o f a fiscal crisis, New York City had become easier. Nan Robertson writes:
Miss de Guzman . . . was born in New York and grew up in Puerto Rico,
the daughter o f a psychiatrist father educated in the United States and a
mother who teacheo child psychology at the University o f Puerto Rico A
brother works in a Madison Avenue advertising agency

. . “I came back

to New York to live three years ago,” Miss de Guzman recalled the other
day. “My family let go o f me very slowly. I was educated in Roman
Catholic schools in San Juan and later went to the Boston Conservator,' o f Music”
( 1).

While stories like de Guzman’s were more common by 1980, the economic
trouble the city had endured over the previous twenty years had left the uneducated, poor,
and immigrant Puerto Rican community quite handicapped Rodriguez writes, “During
the first half o f the 1970s, the economic recession in the United States sharply reduced
18

job opportunities. Because o f this, Puerto Rican migration to the mainland actually
reversed itself; more people returned to the island than migrated to the United States” (6)
1 his was the first time since the 1890s that the number o f persons returning to Puerto

Rico was greater than the number o f persons immigrating to New York City from Puerto
Rico, a trend that has continued into the twenty first century.
In the 1960s and 70s many Black and Puerto Ricans left New York City for the
Midwest or returned home to Puerto Rico where the welfare system had improved
immensely (Fleetwood 9). In Vidal’s May 14Ih. 1980 New York Times article, he writes.
“Since 1972, return migration to Puerto Rico has outpaced the number o f Puerto Ricans
coming to the United States by approximately 40,000 a year” (B4).

Fleetwood also

writes:
Much o f [the] exodus could be traced directly to the disappearance o f the
low skill jobs . . . [with] a devastating effect on many neighborhoods in New
York. Vast tracts in Brooklyn and the Bronx have been abandoned to gangs that
pray on the remaining residents who are too impoverished or enfeebled to pick up
and leave . . . New York was no longer the Mecca o f opportunity it had once
seemed. (9)
The low skill jobs that Fleetwood references were exactly the types o f jobs that
appealed to past generations o f Puerto Ricans, as well as the Puerto Rican characters in
West Side Story, to New York. Anita, Maria, and their female friends worked as
seamstresses in a bridal shop, while Chino worked as an assistant. As New York
underwent a massive economic shift, labor such as this was no longer needed on a larger
scale. Also, other types o f people and businesses began to occupy the geographical areas
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Puerto Rican immigrants called home; once regarded as “the cancer o f urban existence”
(9).
By 1976, the city had begun to recover and many young professionals were
moving into these impoverished neighborhoods causing what Fleetwood calls “the 20th
century gentrification;” the poor and homeless were forced to leave an area o f the city
when a more affluent, wealthy population decided to relocate there. Also, businesses like
A T. & T., IBM, Fisher Brothers, Hyatt, and Hilton began building very large office
buildings and hotels in the once impoverished areas.
Assimilation for the dwindling immigrant population, as well as the remaining
poor, into the rejuvenated New York City was very difficult. “Immigration . . Puerto
Rican/Cuba,” an online collaborative publication sponsored by the Library o f Congress,
states that:
Many o f the first generation returned to Puerto Rico. At the same time,
many migrants struggled with poverty, unemployment, and racial discrimination
in their new home. Dark skinned Puerto Ricans often found themselves excluded
from jobs, education, and housing, and were frequently attacked by non-Puerto
Rican street gangs. (1)
Ironically, de Guzman mentions that for the role o f Maria, she was required to darken
both her skin and hair. To this she responded, “Oh, my God, I am Puerto Rican - why do
they have to darken my hair?” (de Guzman in Robertson 4). Apparently, she was not
Puerto Rican enough for mainstream audiences and was required to satisfy a racial
stereotype. She took the darkening in stride and Robertson writes that later she liked the
idea o f literally “get[ting] into the skin o f Maria” (!).
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Also, a continuing handicap for the small immigrant population, as stated in
“Immigration

was the language barrier. “For most Puerto Ricans the language

barrier sometimes made it difficult to find well-paying work or to navigate government
agencies or English-speaking institutions” (1). Many immigrants from Puerto Rico still
spoke Spanish. The United States Census for 1970 to 1979 shows that the Naturalized
U.S. Citizen population o f the United States in 1970 was 2,073,055; o f which 1,985,790
spoke Spanish at home and 1,281, 265 spoke English less than “very well”
(www.census.gov).
Fortunately, the actual segment o f the population affected by the language barrier
outside the home was much smaller than in previous decades. New York City’s
Department o f City Planning reported that by 1980, 53 percent o f all Puerto Ricans had a
“strong command o f English” and 35 percent were high school graduates (2). Many
members o f the Puerto Rican population o f New York City in the late 70s found
themselves somewhere between affluent and poor. Organizations like the History Task
Force states that:
For all practical purposes, the Puerto Rican community remains a working
class community . . . Nearly half o f all Puerto Rican workers in the United States
are in blue-collar factory employment, while 15 percent are in the service sector,
performing menial tasks such as cleaning, hauling, delivering, and so on. The 18
percent in white-collar work are heavily weighted in sales and clerical workers in
the retail trades, notably in the mass, discount, and neighborhood stores. (158-9)
The percent o f Puerto Ricans in the service industry was almost equivalent to the
number in white-collar jobs, while the number o f those who were blue-collar workers
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was nearly fifty percent. This was a significant change from the 1950s when most Puerto
Ricans were forced into service jobs and a white or blue collar job was unattainable. The
Puerto Rican labor scene was no longer accurately reflected in West Side Story.
Also, the Puerto Rican community as a whole at this time seemed to be able to not
only assimilate into American culture, but meld the two cultures together. Many Puerto
Ricans expressed pride in being American and Puerto Rican. This was not possible for
previous generations or the Puerto Rican characters in West Side Story. In Act I, scene v,
Anita and Bernardo complain:
BERNARDO. Si! And Chino makes half what the Polack makes— the
Polack is American!
ANITA. Ai! Here comes the whole commercial! (A burlesque oration in
mock Puerto Rican accent. Bernardo starts the first line with her.)
The mother o f Tony was born I Poland; the father still goes to night
school. Tony was born in America, so that makes him an American
But us? Foreigners! (Laurents)
The History Task Force explains how this melding o f cultures has changed how
many Puerto Rican view themselves:
In New York and increasingly in other U S. settings, there has been
sedimentation o f experience that is reshaping the Puerto Rican nationality in
complex ways. Unquestionably, some Puerto Ricans have come to regard
themselves as “Americans ” More importantly, being Puerto Rican in the United
States, as in Puerto Rico, has produced cultural expressions that differ in
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complicated ways in terms o f class, language, generation, racial sentiment and
identity, as well as the recency and frequency o f movement. (157-8)
De Guzman also states “’As an actress I don’t want to be characterized as just Puerto
Rican, but there is a side o f me that will not break away from my culture. I had mixed
feelings leaving the island, becoming American”” (in Robertson 4). De Guzman shows
no signs o f oppression that the characters in West Side Story frequently complain o f and
seems to feel accepted as both a Puerto Rican and American.
An informative look at the two intersecting cultures can also be seen in Vidal’s
1980 article in which the New York Times conducted a six month study, interviewing
566 Hispanic New Yorkers concerning where they thought “home” was. Some people
mentioned that they traveled back and forth frequently from Puerto Rico to New York
City while others expressed plans to relocate permanently. However, most, as Vidal
comments, “called themselves satisfied overall with life in the United States” (B l).
Although, he also notes that this was said usually with a sense o f ambivalence.
Vidal also mentions that the idea o f Puerto Ricans immigrating to the United
States had become somewhat irrelevant by that time:
Puerto Ricans are not immigrants; they are native United States citizens
who may move back and forth at will. And unlike the diverse groups that arrived
in the early part o f the century, the Puerto Ricans . . . share a common language
and similar traditions and often have a history o f wide racial intermingling. (B4)
David Lopez responded to the survey, “We talk o f Puerto Rico as a concept, but we stay
here[,j New York is home” (4B). One woman exclaimed “Americans do not understand
our difficulties o f being a part o f this culture,” and another agreed, “But we shouldn’t
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have to give up our culture. We shouldn’t see the Americans as Yankee enemies but
rather that we will work in a collective manner” (4B). Edgar Feliciano uses a term that
will become synonymous with a poetry group, “I am a new Yorican, meaning an
American Puerto Rican . . . America is my father, Puerto Rico is my mother” (4B).
Vidal also mentions that second generation Puerto Ricans were more likely to
marry interracially. He reports, however, that the increase in interracial marriage during
the late 70s, most commonly took place between “different Hispanic groups, not between
Hispanic and non-Hispanic groups” (4B). This observation is one o f few instances where
the revival o f West Side Story remains accurate. In Act I, scene v, Maria tells Tony that
even though they are in love her family will not accept Tony because he is not Puerto
Rican. The dialogue is as follows:
MARIA. It is dangerous.
TONY. I’m not “one o f them.”
MARIA. You are; but to me, you are not. Just as I am one o f them—
(She gestures toward the apartment.)
TONY. To me, you are all the—
(She covers his mouth with her hand.)
M AN’S VOICE, (from the unseen apartment) Maruca!
MARIA. Si, ya vengo, Papa.
TONY. Maruca17
MARIA. His pet name for me.
TO1” '

I like him. He will like me.
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MARIA. No. He is like Bernardo: afraid. (Suddenly laughing.) Imagine
being afraid o f you! (Laurents)
Maria fears that her brother, as well as her parents, will not approve o f Tony
courting her because they are “afraid” o f difference. Also, earlier in the play, the
audience is informed that her family would prefer she date Bernardo’s friend Chino.
Maria confides in Anita however, that when she looks at Chino, “nothing happens.”
Instead o f melding two cultures, Maria and Tony’s attraction to each other only
precipitates the preexisting rivalry between the Puerto Rican Sharks, o f which Bernardo
is the leader, and the American Jets, o f which Tony, for a time, was associated.
The severity o f the rivalry between the Sharks and the Jets is an instance where
the accuracy o f the 1980 revival is questionable Even though Salvadore Argon, the
“youngest man [also Puerto Rican] in the state’s history to sit on Death Row . . . A
symbol o f the mindless violence o f the heyday o f youth gang warfare in . . . the 1950s”
(Vidal BIO) would be released from Auburn Correctional Facility approximately the first
o f November, 1979, the Puerto Rican gang culture in New York City had changed since
the 1950s. Walter Kerr touched on this in his opening night review o f the play, “’West
Side Story’ Returns; Growing Younger:”
When we first saw them, roughly 23 years ago, we were stunned by the
malevolent drive that could be got into controlled f •

. oi k as Puerto Rican

Sharks and “white” Jets advanced upon one another, inch by inch, leap by leap . .
. [Now] “Cool” doesn’t mean what its thought to mean, one and all wind up
spinning like so many gaudy tops on the candy-store floor. You’d swear they
were harmless if Mr. Laurents’s libretto didn’t tell you otherwise . . . Mr.
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Laurents’s street jargon, with its “buddy boys” and its “daddy-o’s” and its
injunction to “walk tall,” is never as authentic. (C3)
Kerr is noting that New Yorkers in 1980 were accustomed to a more severe gang
culture residing in their city than the one depicted in West Side Story. As he points out,
the choreography that once invoked fear in an audience now resembled actors spinning
like “gaudy tops;” and the language o f the play was no longer “authentic.” The extent o f
actual misrepresentation o f gang culture during the time that preceded the revival
however, is difficult to assess. Shelden, Tracy, and Brown explain:
Strangely, with high levels o f crime and violence occurring throughout
most o f the 1970s, very little attention was paid to gang activities. America’s
loss in Vietnam, inflation, fuel shortages, existentialism, and disco captivated the
public’s attention. (2)
McCorkle and Miethe add that during the 1980’s attention to gang culture in general was
once again a public hocus. “Newspapers, television, and films were suddenly awash with
ages o f gun-toting, drug-dealing, hat-to-the-back ganstas” (4).
The only statistics available concerning gangs in the 1970’s are broad and vague.
For instance, in New York City, the number o f gangs declined from 315 (with about
20,000 members) in 1974 to 66 in 1987 (with only about 2,5000 members) (Shelden,
Tracy, and Brown). “The age range in some gangs starts at 9 years old and elevates as
high as 30 years old” (Collins 30-40). In New York City, males outnumbered females by
a margin o f 20 to 1 (51). Many o f the street gangs o f New York City in the 1970s
“emerged from a lower-middle-class lifestyle” (Collins in Spergel 61).
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Even with a limited supply o f statistical data, differences can be seen between the
gang demographic as a whole and that o f the one depicted in the 1980 West Side Story.
Throughout the play, the Puerto Rican gang members are referred to as “juvenile
delinquents;” implying that they are legally minors, not adults perhaps as old as thirty.
The character Anybodies is the only female who openly wishes to join a gang. She is
refused membership by the Jets because she is a girl. Also, Puerto Rican gang members
in the play have not yet achieved lower-middle-class status.
Like demographic information, data concerning the types o f activities gangs
participated in and the types o f social programs aimed at curbing gang activity in the
1970s is limited. Although, Spergel and Collins both mention ties with organized crime
and increased instances o f violence and drug use including cocaine and heroine. Also,
the AJDS epidemic, in its social infancy during the 70s, began to play a part. Glick and
More dedicate a section o f their 1990 book, Drugs in Hispanic Communities, to the
history o f intravenous drug use (often the cause o f HIV transmission), addiction, and
prevention, in the New York City Hispanic population. Also, large scale studies
concerning correction, prevention, and rehabilitation concerning drugs and gangs do not
become prevalent again until the last fifteen years o f the century.
Even with the lack o f statistical data, one can see that by 1980, West Side Story
had clearly lost much o f its social relevance. “The street violence in ‘West Side Story’
was thought to be pretty rugged stuff in 1957, and when the show played the Winter
Garden, people sometimes walked out” (Corry 44). Twenty three years later, Americans
as a whole were focusing on other troubles besides gang activity. Frank Rich states:
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In 1980, even daytime television contains more nade shocks than this
musical at its harshest. Time has also played another even crueler trick on “West
Side Story”: The sociology and liberal faith o f Arthur Laurent’s book are now
fairly meaningless. Today’s audiences no longer see juvenile delinquency as a
rumble between white-ethnic and Puerto Rican street gangs; we no longer feel
that ghetto tragedies can be overcome by pleas for tolerance and understanding.
( 11)

With the ambivalence toward the social struggle o f one o f play’s major groups
being present, there are still a couple o f possible explanations as to why the production
drew enough attention to win a Tony Award

1979 and 1980 saw a trend o f many

revivals o f musicals from the 1950s; Peter Pan. The Most Happy Fella, West Side Story,
and The Music Man. Corry, with a bit o f sarcasm, comments, “Obviously, it is revival
time, and if there is a fine old play or musical that has not been revived or is not in the
process o f being revived, then rest assured, it probably will be” (44). Also, Carragher
reminds us that they are especially effective vehicles for stars, showcase hummable tunes,
give us reassurance and confidence about life, and ironically enough, they all have strong
well-made scripts (D l). He also mentions “that this was especially pleasing after a
record pile-up o f musical flops last season, the only successes that emerged were two
with strong and well-structured narratives” (D l). Gussow called the previous season a
“shipwreck” where millions o f dollars were lost and as a direct reaction “fewer new
musicals were on the schedule” (D l).
Jones, and Miller and Nowak provide a somewhat different, rather depressing
explanation as to why there was a sudden “need” for revivals which may justify West
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Side Story’s success. The theory is that America in 1980 was dissatisfied with social
and economical conditions and found itself looking for a way to escape into the past.
“American’s nostalgia epidemic began in the 1970s . . . The prime precondition for
widespread nostalgia is severe discontent with the present” (Jones 305). Miller and
Nowak add that:
Periods o f intense longing for an earlier era indicate that people are
discontented with the present. Excessive, sentimental nostalgia generally occurs
during times o f perceived crisis . . . The rise o f fifties enthusiasm coincided with
widespread disillusionment and a growing conservatism. For many people the
1950s came to symbolize a golden age o f innocence and simplicity, an era
supposedly unruffled by riots, racial violence, Vietnam, Watergate,
assassinations. (5)
Jones also comments that the nostalgia epidemic would continue through the
1980s. A longing for the past may be the reason why West Side Story, although no
longer socially relevant, was popular with middle-class theatre audiences and most critics
in 1980. The Romeo and Juliet story o f two lovers, forbidden from being together,
ultimately torn apart by a greater force is a universal tale that has always appealed to
audiences.
Unfortunately, the appeal o f the Romeo and Juliet story allowed audiences to
ignore the misrepresentation o f Puerto Ricans in the 1980 Broadway revival o f West Side
Story. Puerto Ricans being perceived as underdog immigrants was no longer an accurate
assumption due to New York City’s economic crisis and gentrification. Out migration
had been larger than immigration for some time and Puerto Ricans could no longer be
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considered immigrants as it were in the first place. Assimilation to American culture by
the late 1970s was also somewhat irrelevant because many Puerto Ricans in New York
City traveled back and forth during their life, presumably facilitating the spread o f the
English language to the island And even though data concerning Puerto Rican
prevalence in gangs, their activities, and social prevention programs during the late 70s is
limited, which also highlights the United States’ lack o f interest in gang activity, it is
known that the activities represented in the play grossly under represent the severity o f
actual gang activity. Despite its success, the representation o f the Puerto Rican condition
in the 1980 Broadway revival o f West Side Story was no longer socially or culturally
accurate as the 1957 Broadway debut had been.
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CHAPTER FOUR
A NEW RELEVANCE
Since the millennium. Broadway producers have been toyit g with the idea o f yet
another revival production o f West Side Story, to be directed and choreographed by Jerry
Mitchell

Mitchell stated in his October 2003 interview with Jones, “’I want to use his

[Robbins’] choreography! . . I am his fan and I am also his cheerleader. I think that
choreography should be seen by many, many generations to come’” (Playbill.com).
Also, Jones notes, “FWest Side Story] will be brought back to Broadway by the
groundbreaking producers o f Rent and La Boheme . . probably not going to be before
spring o f ’05” (Playbill .com). As o f yet, there is not a Broadway production in rehearsal,
however the social climate concerning the state o f Puerto Ricans in New York City lends
accuracy once again to the plot o f the musical. The social relevance accurately
represented in West Side Story in the 1950s and lost in the late 70s has resurfaced in the
early years o f the new millennia.
On the surface, Puerto Ricans in New York City appear to have achieved
monumental success in becoming a productive community within the city. Navarro
writes:
After a half century, Puerto Ricans in New York have succeeded in
carving out electoral districts and Latino studies programs in universities. They
have won bilingual education and civil rights battles and congressional, state and
31

municipal posts. They have created a wide array o f organizations, from cultural
institutions to nonprofit agencies that now increasingly serve other Latinos. (8)
However, Navarro continues, to expose a deeper truth that “political representation has
not necessarily translated into advancement for many constituents” (8). She asserts that a
large segment o f the population is poverty stricken and poorly educated facilitating a
continuing out migration, contrary to what the 2000 census reflects.
The 2000 census boasts that fifty seven percent o f Hispanics twenty five and over
have a high school education, eleven percent hold at least a bachelors degree, and
573,000 hold an advanced degree (www.census.gov). Also, eighty percent o f Hispanic
men and fifty seven percent o f women were in the labor force and forty six percent
owned their own home. These numbers are higher than in previous decades, however, as
Navarro informs us in her February 28, 2000 New York Times article, “so many [Puerto
Ricans are] among the poorest o f the city’s poor . . . the percentage o f Puerto Rican
households in the city living at or below the poverty line increased despite a strong local
economy . . . about 40 percent o f New York’s Puerto Ricans qualified as poor” (2).
She quotes many Puerto Ricans’ views o f the situation. A Puerto Rican woman,
Gladys Carrion feels, “’There’s this almost structural poverty, they’re still living in the
poorest communities, segregated communities, with the worst schools, in the lowestpaying jobs’” (3). Although language is no longer a barrier, as it had been in previous
generations, Betancourt adds, “the issue is schools that have been neglected for many,
many years and poor family involvement in education” (in Navarro 5). The problem is
abetted by a pattern o f residential segregation in New York City that researchers say has
been almost as severe for Puerto Ricans as for blacks (Navarro 5). A New York City
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councilwoman. Margarita Lopez points out that the segregation has caused many to long
to return to Puerto Rico. She states, “W e’re always taking the position o f outsiders,
outsiders that are not willing to give up the dream o f going back to the island” (in
Navarro 7).
In Act I, scene v of West Side Story, social relevance to the actual Puerto Rican
condition, seen in the 1950s and not present in 1980, is again apparent. The male Sharks
express a similar lack o f progress in America and fantasize about returning to Puerto Rico
(after they achieve monetary success that is):
BERNARDO I am going back with a Cadillac!
CHINO. Air-conditioned!
BERNARDO. Built-in-bar!
CHINO. Telephone!
BERNARDO. Television!
CHINO. Compatible color!
BERNARDO. And a king-sized bed. (Grabs Anita.) Come on. (Laurents)
Monetary success, however, is not easy to achieve in New York City. Therefore, being
both citizens o f the United States and Puerto Rico, many have in fact chosen to simply
relocate back to Puerto Rico; where economic conditions have improved since previous
decades and a sense o f belonging can be found:
Over the last decade, the number o f Puerto Rican New Yorkers decreased .
. . down by nearly 100,000, or 11 percent. . . Puerto Ricans now account for 37 o f
the city’s Hispanic population . . . more than a third o f Puerto Ricans leaving the
city have moved to Puerto Rico, including significant numbers o f people born in
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the States

. Retirees and successful younger people have also been drawn back

to Puerto Rico where the unemployment rate o f 12 percent today is half what it
was in the 1980s . . . she [Hildamar Ortiz] said she had always wondered what it
would feel like to be Puerto Rican in Puerto Rico. (Navarro 1-4)
Although the circumstances may be different, the climate concerning the Puerto
Rican condition in New York City echoes that o f the 1950s. A decreasing Puerto Rico
population due to failure to prosper or assimilate in American society seems to draw
many parallels to the 1950s where many Puerto Rican immigrants in New York could
also not prosper or assimilate. In this respect, West Side Story is again socially relevant.
Another instance in which West Side Story has regained social relevance is the
reemergence o f gang activity, now more closely studied and documented than in previous
decades. Instances o f gang activity, as in the 1950s, have once again frequented the
headlines o f the New York Time. The June 18, 2000 headline read “A Stepped-up Effort
to Derail Gang Activity.” “Rise in Killings Spurs New Steps to Fight Gangs” was the
January 17, 2004 headline. Two other 2004 headlines were “Police Tie Drugs and Gangs
to Killing in Coney Island” and “Fighting Gangs, Fighting Fear.”
Segregated neighborhoods, inability to succeed monetarily, and inadequate
schouL have lead many Puerto Rican youth today to join gangs. The Law Enforcement
Research and Training Institute for Intergovernmental Research's National Youth Gang
Center reported that, “Gang activity is notably prevalent in the largest cities in the United
States - over 90 percent reported gang activity in each year between 1996 and 2003 . . .
nearly half (49 percent) o f all gang members are Hispanic/Latino” (3-8). However,
Starbuck adds that “These gangs are commonly described as having a ‘hybrid gang
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culture.’ meaning they do not follow the same rules or methods o f operation, making
documentation a categorization difficult” (in NYGC 7).
As in the 1950s, and in West Side Story, displaced and disassociated Puerto Rican
youth today often join street gangs in search o f a sense o f community and belonging. As
Klemper and Parker (cited in chapter one) inform us, this is an example o f Strain theory
Also, Ellis and Sowers (cited in chapter one) inform us that gang life often provides
positive reinforcement that the youth do not receive at home or in school. Moore
comments that one community condition that enables youth gangs to take root are,
“conventional socializing agents, such a families and schools, are largely ineffective and
alienating” (65). Klemper and Parker also explain the link between disassociation and
street gangs in Subculture theory, also cited in chapter one:
“Affiliation” is the determining factor in delinquency. Indeed according
to subculture theory, juveniles are lured into delinquency by the glittering
expectations o f greater peer acceptance. Thus, deviance is viewed as conformity
to the antisocial norms, expectations, and attitudes o f one’s peer group, or
subculture. (105)
Another link between the Puerto Rican gang condition o f the 1950s and today,
that is relevant to West Side Story, even with the concept o f hybridity being taken into
account, is the accepted definition o f a gang. Contemporary sociologists define gangs as
they were defined in the 1950s. Wilson provides a contemporary definition o f a street
gang in his September 2000 “Juvenile Justice Bulletin” commissioned by the United
States Department o f Justice’s Office o f Juvenile Justice and Delinquency Prevention:
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Generally, for a group to be classified a youth gang, the following
elements should exist:
•

The group must have more than two members. Given what is known about
youth offending patterns (most offenses are committed in groups o f two or
more)

•

Group members must fall within a limited age range, generally acknowledged
as ages 12 to 24

•

Members must share some sense o f identity. This is generally accomplished
by naming the gang and/or using symbols or colors to claim gang affiliation.

•

Youth gangs require some permanence. Gangs are different from transient
youth groups in that they show stability over time, generally lasting a year or
more.

•

Involvement in criminal activity is a central element o f youth gangs. While
some disagreement surrounds this criterion, it is important to differentiate
gangs from noncriminal youth groups such as school and church clubs.
(Wilson 2-3)

Moore adds that “the young people [gang members] must have a place to congregate usually a well-defined neighborhood” (65). Indeed, Domash highlights a turf related
gang murder in her June 18, 2000 New York Times article, ‘A Stepped-up Effort to
Derail Gang Activity.” She states:
Mr. Rivera’s friends were able to escape, but he was caught and beaten so
badly that he died the next morning . . . M S-13 [rival gang] has been trying to
move into territory considered to be the turf o f a rival gang with a large Puerto
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Rican membership, the Latin Kings. Graffiti is often used by gangs to mark a
specific territory, and this month M S-13 graffiti has begun showing up in
Uniondale [Puerto Rican neighborhood], (1)
The Sharks in West Side Story satisfy most o f Wilson’s criteria as well as
Domash and Moore’s comments in that there are more than two Shark members; the
specific number is not stated in a script however there are more than two named
members. The characters are considered “youth” meaning their age falls within W ilson’s
designated range. The gang members share a sense o f identity in that they have named
their gang the “Sharks.” The musical’s gang members are involved in criminal activity in
that Chino is a minor in possession o f a firearm and he and Bernardo are both responsible
for murdering other youths at the final curtain. Also, similar to the events in Domash’s
article, the Sharks have a marked neighborhood or territory seen at the beginning o f the
play and gang on gang violence happens within the play.
Youth possession o f firearms and involvement in violent crime such as homicide
is one instance where West Side Story may be more accurate today than it was in the
1950s. In the span o f two days in the world o f the play, three youths are murdered, two
with a gun. The actual role firearms play in gang crime is clarified by The Law
Enforcement Research and Training Institute for Intergovernmental Research:
The use o f firearms is a major feature o f gang violence. Gang members
are far more likely than other delinquents to carry guns and to use them . . . Gang
members who owned and/or carried guns also committed about ten times more
violent crimes than one would expect from their numbers in the sample
population. (9-10)
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Hayden explains why statistics concerning exact numbers o f gang related
homicides in New York City since the turn o f the century are difficult to locate. He states
in his 2004 book, Street Wars; Gangs and the Future o f Violence, “in New York City, the
dead bodies disappear in a cemetery o f twisted bookkeeping. Police officials regularly
promote with pride a claim that New York City doesn’t have a gang problem” (11).
Being that New York is one o f the largest cities in the world and the headlines in the New
York Times that suggest otherwise, it is easy to agree with Hayden that some misleading
bookkeeping has occurred. Dewan explains that the absence o f gang related death is
caused by gang related homicides being placed into other categories, “the largest
category: dispute . . . 28 percent o f this year’s [2004 murder] total . . . 24 percent [of the
total] were considered drug related” (7). Other categories Dewan mentions that gang
related homicides may be misidentified as are domestic murders and women killed by
current or former intimate partners.
Actual numbers aside, one thing New York, as well as the rest o f the nation, can
boast about is a now extensive history o f social programs aimed at curbing gang activity.
Although many have failed, Sheldon, Tracey, and Brown remind us that “one o f the main
reasons for the failure o f most o f these programs is the lack o f program integrity” (246),
each has given insight to possible solutions to the nation’s gang problem. Also, there are
a few social programs and strategies that still have potential.
A very popular solution consists o f local organizations providing youths with
alternatives to occupy their time when school and parents have failed them. New York
City’s Monsignor Karvelis, until his death, provided an alternative space for inner city
youths, as well as gang members to congregate. He even took a cue from gang culture
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and allowed the youths to wear sweaters with insignias symbolizing that they belonged to
a positive youth group. Fernandez writes in his October 23, 2005 New York Times
article:
One o f his first projects was to combat the neighborhood gangs that were
luring so many o f the Puerto Rican youth. So he created a kind o f alternative
gang, forming social clubs that met at a youth center across the street. The clubs
had names taken from the Bible - the Romans, the Corinthians. The teenagers
wore sweaters with insignias, attended dances, marched in parades. (3)
Providing inner city youth with alternative activities to occupy their time, as well
as, providing them with positive role models and a sense o f community has proved a
successful deterrent as well as rehabilitative strategy. Hayden also embraces the theory
that youths need a safe place and adds that he also feels that the persons being positive
role models should not be law enforcement agents. He prefers that they themselves be
rehabilitated gang members. He believes that gang members will be more trusting o f
those whom have experienced the gang life. He clarifies by saying:
The violence does not inevitably or mechanically arise in every case from
objective conditions like poverty, and cannot be ended solely by external public
policy changes. Like veterans o f any other wars street activists face an inner
peace struggle against countless demons, nightmares, guilt and flashback traumas.
The process, therefore, requires patient face-to-face interaction in peacemaking
efforts, sometimes successful, sometimes not, and at a deeper level a process o f
creating trust-based groups, often combined with exercises in poetry, therapy,
rapping, art, and meditation to help exorcise the demons. This inner process must
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occur in safe space, without fear o f informants or law enforcement, so that hard
truths can be acknowledged. (38)
Ironically enough, the “demons” that Hayden is referring too are not alone caused
by other gangs. They often present themselves in the form o f law enforcement agencies.
Especially in the case o f minorities, such as Puerto Ricans, Hayden mentions unfair racial
profiling and unfair treatment o f gang members in correctional facilities; also citing why
prisons do not work as rehabilitative institutions:
Punishment is not about serving one’s time, much less rehabilitation.
Instead, it is about surviving systemic disrespect, physical and sexual assault, and
an atmosphere o f total paranoia where being perceived as weak has lethal
consequences . . . Survivors o f these gulags . . . often compare themselves to
veterans suffering post-traumatic stress disorder. (48)
Also, it has been publicly acknowledged that law enforcement officials in general do not
treat racial minorities fairly as compared to Caucasian youths. “The state attorney
general [in New York City] in 1999 reviewed and condemned the stop-and-frisk policies,
finding that 90 percent o f those targeted were Latino or African American, and that the
requirement o f ‘reasonable suspicion’ was not articulated in one-forth o f the stops” (108).
Schrank, in Act I, scene vi o f West Side Story is a lav/ enforcement officer treating a
racial minority unfairly. His lines to the Puerto Rican Sharks are:
SHRANK. Clear out, Spies. Sure, it’s a free country and I ain’t got the
right. But I can find the right. I got the badge, you got the skin.
It’s tough all over. Beat it!
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Although a second Broadway revival o f West Side Story is perhaps still a ways
away, the social conditions o f the Puerto Rican population o f New York City are ripe
with relevance 10 the musical. Parallels between society and the musical abound.
Attention to racial prejudice within law enforcement agencies has been admitted by a
state attorney general. Puerto Rican youth being involved in gang activity and gang on
gang violence is also commonly seen. It has been statistically proven that a large number
o f gang members are Hispanic. Lastly, Acceptance into American culture has proven
difficult for many Puerto Ricans prompting them to reminisce about or relocate back to
Puerto Rico. Since 2000, as in the 1950s, the social conditions o f the musical are not
duplicated exactly; however, West Side Story’s social relevance concerning the general
Puerto Rican social condition, as well as, youth alienation and gang activity is clearly
apparent.
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CHAPTER FIVE
CONCLUSION
Determining the socioeconomic relevance o f West Side Story to actual Puerto
Ricans in New York City during the 1950s, 1970s, and 2000+, leads one to draw some
interesting conclusions. The musical was at first relevant, than not relevant, and is now
relevant again. By applying five criteria for criticism to West Side Story, one can see
how its social relevance concerning the socioeconomic conditions o f the Puerto Rican
Sharks as portrayed in the musical has evolved over time.

Five criteria for comparison

to determine relevance are:
1

The average number o f Puerto Ricans immigrating to New York City a year in
each o f the designated periods.

2. How easily first generation Puerto Rican immigrants can assimilate to
American culture or how easily subsequent generations can thrive in New
York City.
3. Prevalence o f Puerto Rican youth in street gangs.
4. Types o f delinquent activities the youths are involved in.
5. Types o f social and/or government programs that have been implemented to
curb gang activity and the extent o f their success.
Also, by analyzing news paper articles, reviews, and criticism, one can see that personal
accounts and public opinion compliment statistical facts concerning each time period
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The 1957 Broadway debut of West Side Story was an accurate presentation o f the
Puerto Rican condition in New York City during the 1950s. Concerning immigration.
Wells notes that with the Jones Act o f 1917, many Puerto Ricans immigrated to New
York City easily and with no government intervention. He relates Puerto Rican
immigration o f the early twentieth century to the opening o f a flood gate meaning there
was an enormous number o f Puerto Ricans immigrating to New York City. Concerning
assimilation, Puerto Ricans in the 1950s were forced into cramped housing, were unable
to communicate with New Yorkers because o f a language barrier, were excluded when
many New Yorkers sent their children to private schools to avoid association with Puerto
Ricans, and were unable to attain employment that would afford them a living wage.
Although no exact numbers were recorded, Puerto Rican youth gang members being
mentioned in major news paper headlines during the 50s were prevalent. Also, gang
activities o f the 1950s included marking territory, rumbling with other gangs, and
carrying guns, knives, iron pipes, clubs, heavy belts and bicycle chains. Lastly, social
programs to curb gang activity largely consisted o f police patrolling parks, playgrounds,
bowling alleys and candy stores. All o f the five criteria as seen in the 1950s are also seen
in West Side Story, proving that the musical painted an accurate picture o f the
socioeconomic conditions o f Puerto Ricans in New York City.
By 1980, the Broadway revival o f West Side Story was no longer an accurate
presentation o f socioeconomic conditions o f Puerto Ricans in New York City. Puerto
Ricans being perceived as underdog immigrants, as in the musical, was no longer an
accurate assumption due to New York City’s economic crisis and gentrification during
the 1970s. Out migration had been larger than immigration for some time and Puerto
43

Ricans could no longer be considered immigrants as it were in the first place.
Assimilation to American culture was also somewhat irrelevant because many Puerto
Ricans in New York City traveled back and forth during their life; presumably facilitating
the spread of the English language to the island. Even though data concerning Puerto
R.ican prevalence in gangs, their activities, and social prevention programs is limited,
which also highlights the United States’ lack o f interest in gang activity; it is known that
the activities represented in the musical grossly under represent the severity o f actual
gang activity with the exceotion o f two murders that take place within the play. Despite
its success, concerning the five criteria for comparison, the representation o f the Puerto
Rican condition in the 1980 Broadway revival o f West Side Story was no longer as
socially or culturally accurate as the 1957 Broadway debut.
Since 2000, the socioeconomic conditions o f the Puerto Rican population o f New
York City are, as were in the 1950s, ripe with relevance to West Side Story. Applying
the five criteria for comparison, as in 1980, immigration is now irrelevant. However,
assimilation to American culture has proven difficult for many second and third
generation Puerto Ricans prompting them to reminisce about or relocate back to Puerto
Rico, as seen in characters in the musical. It has been statistically proven that a large
number o f gang members are Hispanic. Puerto Rican youth being involved in gang
activity and gang on gang violence as seen in the play is also common.

Although the

social conditions o f the musical are not duplicated in West Side Story’s as closely as they
were in the 1950s, social relevance concerning the general Puerto Rican social condition,
as well as youth alienation and gang activity is clearly apparent since the millennium.
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